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			For my brother Michael, who came up with Davos.

			– M. G. Harris

			 

			For Dad – for entertaining and inspiring me and so many others, and for Mum – for encouraging and supporting us both every step of the way.

			– Jamie Anderson
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			How Gerry Anderson’s Gemini Force One Got off the Ground

			 

			An introduction from Gerry’s younger son Jamie

			 

			 

			After completing work on what would be his final television series (New Captain Scarlet) my father – Gerry Anderson (creator of cult classics like Fireball XL5, Thunderbirds and Space: 1999) – began work on a new sci-fi adventure series. However, this time it wasn’t a TV series or a film . . . it was a novel.

			As he worked I could see something really thrilling emerging. Something with all the excitement and adventure you might expect from an episode of his most famous creation – Thunderbirds – combined with a more modern feel that he’d started to explore in his New Captain Scarlet series.

			Sadly, it soon became apparent to us – and to him – that he was already living with Alzheimer’s disease. And so, over time, his progress on the book slowed.

			Eventually he was forced to stop work as his ability to read and write was taken from him. It seemed so cruel that a man who loved nothing more than to write and create was no longer able to do so. Even so – his desire to get this final project rolling stuck with him right up until the end.

			Dad died on 26th December 2012.

			In the days and weeks after Dad’s funeral, I began to piece together the projects he’d been working on before he was forced to abandon them due to his dementia. I really felt there was something special in this final project, and started to explore the possibility of getting it completed.

			Not too long after I’d started working on it, I met with M.G. Harris. She wrote a treatment of the first few chapters using material Dad had left behind. When I read it, things suddenly felt like they’d fallen into place. The content, the dialogue, the pace . . . it all felt so authentic. We had our author! We also finally decided on a name for the project – Gemini Force One.

			We approached a number of publishers, but we couldn’t seem to find one who would take the project without changing so many elements of the story that it no longer felt like a Gerry Anderson creation. So we turned to the crowdfunding website, Kickstarter.

			After a month of planning, we launched the campaign. The response blew us away. Over 600 fans from all over the world put their own hard-earned cash into our project to make sure we could complete and publish the book in the way that Dad would have wanted.

			And the good news didn’t stop there – a short time later, we had a very exciting meeting with Orion. They loved the book and, best of all, they didn’t want to change it! Very soon, we’d struck a deal to publish Gemini Force One!

			I’m amazed that so much has happened in such a short time, and that we’re now in a position to introduce Gemini Force One to new and existing Gerry Anderson fans all over the world. I’m incredibly grateful to those who have helped us make this happen – all of our wonderful Kickstarter backers, M.G. Harris, our agent Robert Kirby, and of course Amber and the team at Orion.

			Stand by for action!

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			A SMART MOVE

			From the moment he swung for it, Ben could feel that he was being watched. His fist rocketed into the hanging punchbag, sent it swinging with a metallic whine as the chain that held it creaked. In the corner of his eye, he saw another teenage boy put down a dumb-bell. Even with his attention on the punchbag, Ben sensed the boy’s gaze.

			He pivoted slightly so that the other boy completely dropped out of his field of vision, and continued to throw punches. Some liked to be watched during a workout, but not Ben. He preferred just to get on with it, not to be drawn into some time-wasting discussion about how much weight and how many reps and what brand of protein shake.

			In quick succession he threw three vicious punches. Each hit an imaginary target: Minos Winter, the mercenary who’d blown up the Horizon Alpha drilling platform. Richard Mokwene, the leader of a gang of illegal gold miners. That piece-of-junk drug trafficker whose greed had caused Ben’s mother to drown. Each one of these men had brought Ben pain. Theirs were the faces he imagined when he struck out. Each blow connected with utter precision, each one heavier than the last.

			‘Would be more fun if you were hitting me, no?’ said a voice, suddenly at his side. Ben startled at the sound, his final strike glancing off the edge of the bag. He turned to see that the boy who’d been observing him was now right next to him. 

			The boy was almost as tall as Ben and looked to be somewhere between sixteen and eighteen. He was slightly overweight, thickset, with spiky blond hair and a ski-tan that reached in a V-shape to just below his throat. Strangely enough, the boy addressed Ben in English, even though they were in Austria.

			‘I speak German,’ Ben told him.

			‘That’s cool,’ the boy replied, switching to German. ‘In German then; would you prefer to be hitting a person? Because you and me, we can do that.’

			Ben flushed, beginning to sweat as his body relaxed from the workout. ‘Hit you? Uh, no thanks, pal.’ He tried to smile, which was difficult, because the other boy’s stony-faced stare didn’t waver.

			‘It takes more skill to hit a person,’ the blond boy reasoned. His blue-grey eyes narrowed, but otherwise the boy’s flat, even features remained impassive. ‘A person can dodge.’

			‘I’m good with the bag, thanks all the same,’ Ben said. What he wanted to say was ‘what’s your problem?’. He tried to turn his attention away from the teenager, but there he was, crowding the space to Ben’s right.

			‘I’m making you angry, right?’ The faintest hint of a smirk touched the other boy’s lips. ‘Why not see where that anger takes us both?’

			‘Easy, tiger,’ said a third voice, languid and amused. Ben flicked his head to the left, relieved to see his Gemini Force crew-mate, Addison Nicole Dyer. The twenty-something pilot sauntered over from where she’d been exercising with kettle bells, her lithe, slight form dressed in grey-and-red lycra. Her shoulder-length, bobbed dark brown hair was damp with sweat from the workout and strands of it were plastered to her neck, but otherwise Addi looked supremely relaxed. She grinned, lazily, at the second boy. ‘You seen how hard this dude hits? Trust me; you don’t want him throwing a punch at that pretty face.’

			If the second boy enjoyed the surely ironic compliment, it didn’t show. ‘I can hit hard too,’ he said, matching Addison’s English.

			‘Hey look, I don’t want to hurt you,’ Ben said.

			‘You won’t,’ the boy replied, deadpan.

			‘Really,’ Ben countered, smiling the charming smile he’d learned from his father. ‘I appreciate the offer. But I’m just here to work out. I don’t fight.’

			The boy hesitated. When it seemed clear that Ben wasn’t joking, he turned and stalked off.

			Addison gave a conspiratorial chuckle. ‘Seriously?’

			Ben swivelled back to the punchbag and threw his fist; a right hook. The bag flew across the exercise space. They both stepped aside as it swung back.

			‘I think Frying-Pan Face liked you.’

			‘Yeah, right,’ muttered Ben. He wondered if Addison knew how often he’d been accosted in public gyms, competitive guys who wanted to show off how much stronger or faster they were. After months of hard training with the crew of Gemini Force, his body had adapted to the physical rigour. He didn’t look like your average body-conscious sixteen-year-old, sleek and ripped like a pop star; Ben was merely lean and hard, with biceps and shoulders formed more from combat training than from weights. He seemed to bring out a competitive urge in some boys.

			The bag arced away from them. Ben shrugged. ‘Everyone’s got something to prove.’

			‘Truby’s outside,’ Addison said. ‘Wants to take us all out to dinner to celebrate your deal. It’s not every day that a rich kid gives away his fortune to educate the poor.’

			‘I haven’t signed the contract yet,’ Ben pointed out. ‘Maybe I’ll change my mind.’

			Addison glanced at him in surprise. ‘You’d do that? What about Zama-Zula and all those South African miners’ kids? Haven’t you gotten them all excited by the plans for the new school you’re going to build there?’

			‘It’s a joke,’ Ben said, reddening. With his teeth, he pulled apart the Velcro strips that held his boxing glove in place. Course I’m going to sign.’ The contracts he’d be signing would put two million Euros to work in a charity he’d started. Ben would never let Zula down, or the other children of the zama-zama, the illegal gold miners that he’d helped escape from the hellish depths of one of the world’s deepest mines.

			‘It’s a dope move, kid,’ Addison said. ‘Not gonna lie - you definitely get my vote for philanthropist of the year.’

			Ben didn’t reply. He removed the second glove and made his way across the gym to the men’s changing room. He didn’t particularly enjoy discussing money with anyone in Gemini Force. The fact that he’d been born into Austrian aristocracy, as well as being the son of a British multi-millionaire, was always going to set Benedict Carrington apart from his crew-mates in Gemini Force. Even Jason Truby, the billionaire who’d founded the secret rescue agency, hadn’t been born to his fortune.

			Throughout the life of his late mother, Countess Caroline Brandis-Carrington, their ancestral home in Austria, Schloss Bach, had exerted a powerful draw. Now that he’d inherited the title of ‘Count Brandis’, Ben felt something similar. He didn’t like it. 

			Gemini Force was his life now, and its base, GF One, was the centre of his universe. He wanted to let go of everything else. He didn’t want to think about the cost of repairs, of gardeners, of interior decoration. Most of all though, he couldn’t stop thinking about how all that money could and should be used to help people who really needed it. 

			Like the families of the illegal miners that Gemini Force had rescued in South Africa.

			Why should Ben have all that cash, just because of an accident of birth? It wasn’t as though he needed it, now that he was living on Gemini Force One.

			Two million euros could change the lives of dozens of kids in Zama-Zula’s village. It could prevent them having to become illegal miners, like their parents.

			So Ben had decided to set up a charity and put Zula in charge. And yet, it didn’t feel all that heroic to let go of the niggling feeling that he should be taking care of his mother’s family home. Addison talked as though he was doing something noble. It made him feel faintly embarrassed. She’d fought in a war, flown fighter jets, risked her life to protect her country against terrorism. 

			Everyone in Gemini Force had a more impressive background than Ben.

			After he’d showered and changed, Ben headed for the coffee bar of the luxury hotel in which they were staying, in the ski resort of St Anton am Arlberg. Fellow members of Gemini Force, Jason Truby, Michael Dietz, Toru Takitani and Addison were seated in a booth. In front of each of them was a steaming glass of Austrian mulled wine - gluwein. 

			Ben took a breath and headed over to join them.

			There would always be people who looked at Ben just the way that Austrian boy had, wanting to prove to him that he wasn’t all that. After his part in a number of high risk rescues, he knew he’d earned the respect of his crew-mates. He could feel it in the way they spoke to him, the way they increasingly trusted him to take on more responsibility.

			But he wanted more. Ben wanted to earn everything he was. Everything.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			THE WHOLE NINE YARDS

			‘Hey kid, don’t tell me you gave away two million bucks just to impress a girl.’ 

			Addison turned to Ben with a quirky grin. They stood in the car park of Collège du Léman, an international school situated near the southern shores of Lake Geneva. Fifteen-year-old Jasmine Dietz was a student there. As the daughter of Michael Dietz, Gemini Force’s chief of operations, she was the only girl Ben had spent any decent amount of time with since he’d joined Truby’s secret global rescue agency. 

			‘Not two million dollars,’ Ben said. ‘It was Euros.’

			‘Ha ha,’ replied Addison. ‘Huge difference, not.’

			Behind them was the Mercedes GL-class seven-seater that Jason Truby had rented for the duration of their stay in Europe. Inside, Truby was talking on the phone.

			Nervously, Ben licked his lips. He hadn’t seen Jasmine since the new year – weeks ago. He’d liked her for ages, but had only realised just how much when he’d emerged from the hellish, sweltering cavern that was the Nomzamo gold mine in South Africa. Rescuing the illegal gold miners had made him understand how shallow so much of what passed as ‘love tokens’ could be. Gold was a metal that represented blood and sweat and greed, not love. 

			In Ben’s mind, the journey from thoughts of love to thoughts of Jasmine was a short one.

			But he had zero idea of how to tell her. Or if he even should. So – nervousness. That was going to be Ben’s new reality, in Jasmine’s presence. 

			It kind of sucked.

			‘Two million,’ Addison repeated, slowly. ‘That’ll buy a bunch of admiration.’

			Ben tried to object. ‘That’s not why I did it.’

			‘Doesn’t even matter. Like I said, it’s a smart move, either way. You get to help those kids in South Africa, you get to show Jasmine how generous you can be.’

			Before Ben could respond, there was Jasmine, right in front of him, a huge smile on her face, her arms open to welcome him into a hug. He clasped her to him for a moment, registering a quickening of his heartbeat that had never been present in any of their previous embraces. He’d have stayed like that even longer, but the curious eyes of Jasmine’s father, Dietz, were already settling on him. 

			Pulling back, Ben arranged his features into something he hoped looked pleasant and relaxed. A slow, casual ‘Hey’ was all he could manage, stopping himself quickly when he felt a catch in his voice. ‘How’s it going?’

			‘Really well,’ Jasmine admitted, with a smile like sunshine. ‘How’s Rigel?’

			Ben smiled back, delighted that her first question was about his beloved flat-coated retriever. ‘He’s good. Brought him over for a bit of mountain air, you remember how much he likes his mountains, does Rigel.’

			‘And how about you, Mister Carnegie?’

			Confused, Ben said, ‘Who?’

			‘The big philanthropist? The American guy who gave away all his money? Well, like ninety percent of it, anyhow.’

			‘Oh - Ben’s got ol’ Andrew Carnegie beat.’ Addison quipped. ‘He gave away the whole nine yards.’

			Ben grinned his most casual, modest smile. ‘One does what one can.’

			Jasmine rolled her eyes and sighed, clutching one hand to her heart in a melodramatic gesture. ‘I do like it when you go all Britischer.’

			He blinked, dazzled. It was like seeing her for the first time. As though admitting to himself that Jasmine actually meant something to him had somehow altered her physical appearance. Her hair seemed more lustrous, long chestnut tresses draped adorably over her shoulders. Her eyes were brighter, the faint glow of whiteness from the surrounding snow setting them off like jewels. 

			He opened the passenger door for her, wondering at the trembling of his heart. Addison had to physically push him into the car, following Jasmine.

			‘OK, next stop, CERN,’ Truby said, from behind the wheel of the car. ‘We should be there in a just over fifteen minutes. Dietz and I have a meeting scheduled. You guys can hang out in the campus coffee shop. Then it’s back to Geneva, hotel, and tomorrow, back to GF One.’

			‘You’re going to CERN? Why?’ Jasmine asked. 

			Ben’s attention zeroed in on what Truby was saying. He’d overheard Truby and Dietz talking about the latest addition to Gemini Force’s superb rescue equipment, but their chats usually got pretty technical and jargon-filled.

			‘We’ve been working with some nuclear scientists,’ Truby replied. ‘Professor Gerald Anderson has one of his research groups there. They’ve made a breakthrough in adapting smaller generators to use ganymedian. We should be able to fit the component they’ve developed into GF Nine - our new ice-digging vehicle.’

			‘OK,’ Jasmine said. ‘So anyway, what else is new?’

			Ben was relieved to have something important-sounding to tell. They’d been in Europe for several days now, he told her, they’d flown across the Atlantic in GF Two – known as Leo.

			‘Lucky for you,’ Jasmine said. ‘I’ve always wanted to fly in Leo.’

			It was the biggest aircraft in the Gemini Force stable, capable of carrying even their helicopter vehicle, GF Three, known as Scorpio, in its wide open central chamber. On this particular crossing, however, they’d flown with GF Nine – a vehicle adapted to melting and cutting through ice, and to slicing through hard-packed snow, reducing it to pellets that were jettisoned from the machine. The vehicle seemed to showcase a few other life-saving technologies too, of which Ben had only caught the occasional excited mutterings between Dietz and the medics during training sessions.

			He was about to tell Jasmine all about GF Nine, when Truby’s phone sounded over the car’s stereo system. The next voice they heard was that of James Winch.

			‘This is Cancer on GF One,’ he said. ‘How close is Leo to the Jungfraujoch weather station? There’s been a plane crash. Looks like something’s gone into the tunnel inside the Eiger. It’s bad. Train crash, plane crash, all of it high up on a mountain face. You might be able to help.’

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			ON DUTY

			‘At an elevation of 3,454 metres, the Jungfraujoch railway station is the highest in Europe,’ Ben read aloud from his smartphone. ‘Jazz, have you ever been?’

			‘A few times. I’ve skied in resorts near there; Wengen and Kleine Scheidegg. Kleine Scheidegg for fun; Wengen to train on the run they use for the Lauberhorn downhill race. Do you know it?’ 

			‘That’s some serious downhill skiing,’ Ben said, impressed. He wasn’t a huge ski fan, but even he’d heard of the Lauberhorn ski races. That run wasn’t for the faint-hearted. He knew that Jasmine was a major talent in the sport of ski cross, but if she could make any kind of time on the Lauberhorn run, she had to be pretty hardcore.

			‘Jasmine, since you know the region,’ Truby instructed, ‘I want you to grab my phone. James is going to send a link to someone who’s streaming it as live video. Tell me what you see. There are no news crews out there yet. The live stream is from someone on the mountain, probably a skier who’s gone off-piste.’

			Jasmine touched her fingertip to the link that had just appeared on the screen of Truby’s phone. It was part of a text message from James Winch, a geological engineer stationed at Gemini Force One. The screen filled with a shaky, slightly blurred image of smoke coiling in a background of white. Ben peered closely, trying to make out the images. It looked like chaos.

			Jasmine began by turning the phone upside down, horizontally. ‘Whoever’s filming this, they’ve got the camera upside down. OK. This looks like the mouth of the tunnel that goes into the Eiger mountain. There’s a funicular railway that goes from Kleine Scheidegg, up into the wall of the Eiger and then across to the Jungfraujoch weather station, which is on the ridge between the Mönch and the Jungfrau mountains. I’m guessing that the accident must be inside the tunnel because – look at all that smoke that’s coming from inside it.’

			Ben said, ‘But I thought this was about a plane crash?’

			Jasmine shook her head, doubtful. ‘If the woman who’s filming this would zoom out a little bit, maybe we could see more. Even if she’d move the camera some. But she’s being really, really still. It’s strange.’

			Ben said, ‘She?’

			‘The channel this is being streamed from apparently belongs to a woman,’ Addison said. ‘And Jazz is right. I’m getting a bad feeling about this. Look how close those snowflakes are, in the foreground, all out-of-focus? It’s like she zoomed in as much as she could, started recording and uploading. And then . . .’

			‘Maybe she dropped the camera, but had to get out of there fast?’ Jasmine suggested.

			Addison nodded. ‘Hopefully.’

			The phone rang again. ‘We’re getting more details,’ came James’s voice. ‘Looks like the plane actually flew into the side of the tunnel. A few heli-skiers who were higher up on the slopes have reached Kleine Scheidegg. They’re reporting seeing a small jet-powered aircraft flying over from the direction of the Schilthorn mountain. It changed course last minute on the approach to the north face of the Eiger, seemed to accelerate and then flew straight into the side of the mountain.’

			‘Holy heck,’ murmured Addison. ‘That’s messed up.’

			‘It’s worse,’ admitted James, and Ben could hear the reluctance to continue in his voice. ‘Other skiers reported seeing a train going into the tunnel a few seconds before.’

			Addison sucked her breath in sharply, while Jasmine said, ‘Oh no – the plane crashed into the train, too?’

			‘I think we have to assume the worst here,’ Truby said, his voice tight. ‘The next question is – what can we do to help?’

			For the first time, Michael Dietz spoke up. He’d been watching over his daughter’s shoulder, silent as he assessed the situation. ‘The emphasis has to be on getting people out of there ASAP. The local mountain rescue crews will already be on their way. But what they need is fire-fighting equipment and metal-cutting equipment. With Leo already in Europe and carrying GF Nine,’ Dietz hesitated. ‘I mean, if we were cutting through snow and ice, maybe. But this happened inside a tunnel. It’s more a matter of getting crew and medics onto the site. Without at least a chopper, there’s not much we can do to help.’

			Truby made a clicking noise of irritation. ‘A heli won’t be difficult. We can pick up some rescue equipment from Leo.’

			‘Your next problem is going to be landing the chopper. The railway line there isn’t flat – hence the funicular system.’

			‘We’ll take skis and drop out. Everyone can ski OK, right?’

			‘Including me,’ Jasmine said, a little timidly. ‘Maybe . . . maybe I can help on this one?’

			‘I was thinking that we could use someone good to ski injured people down to the resort,’ Truby said. With every word the founder of Gemini Force spoke, Ben could sense the growing resolve, the determination that his team would find a way to help at the scene of what surely had to be a gruesome disaster. ‘We’ll use those rescue sleds. Leo carries a couple. You need to be strong as well as an excellent skier. Jasmine, you think you can handle that?’

			Jasmine nodded, firmly. ‘I think so.’

			The Mercedes GL seven-seater turned off the motorway. Then Truby was heading back the way they’d come, on the E-25.

			‘We’ll rent a heli at the Payerne airbase where we parked Leo, pick up what we need and head on over to the Jungfraujoch. ETA won’t be better’n ninety minutes or so, but I’m guessing those guys can use all the help they can get.’

			‘Rigel comes too, right?’ Ben asked, hoping. He was pretty sure that the dog was still asleep in the rear of the vehicle, where he’d last seen him. But that was fine – Rigel could be roused to full alertness within seconds, an ability for which Ben rather envied his canine fellow rescue worker.

			Ben could feel a steady pulse of adrenaline beginning to work through his veins, making the muscles of his thighs twitch in anticipation of the exertion ahead. In his mind he was already carrying a survivor through steep snow. He tried not to think about the injuries that people would have inside there. Mostly, he succeeded at blocking such thoughts. Imagination served a purpose, he’d found, but only up to a point. In each situation he’d found that the best attitude was one of alert acceptance. You had to be ready for anything, but not worry too much in advance.

			It was one of the worst things about working as a rescuer, but also the best. You could never completely relax. The challenge, excitement and danger of the job were always on the horizon. However, since Gemini Force’s underwater base, GF One, was situated sixty-four kilometres off the coast of the Mexican island of Cozumel, Ben occasionally allowed himself to be lulled into a ‘holiday feeling’. That feeling, he now realised, was entirely wrong.

			So long as they could marshal enough force and equipment to a rescue scene, Gemini Force was on duty everywhere, all the time.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			SECOND THOUGHTS

			They reached Payerne, the Swiss military airbase at which Truby had negotiated landing rights for GF Two. Unless they were actively engaged in a rescue, they’d park Gemini Force One craft in a NATO base. Truby’s mysterious red-haired friend in the US government, ‘Emma’, appeared to have smoothed the way. In NATO bases, no questions were asked.

			But Switzerland wasn’t part of NATO. The military answered only to the Swiss. Ben had no idea how Truby had managed to persuade the Swiss to allow GF Two into one of their military airbases. At least, not without asking awkward questions about where a telecoms billionaire like Jason Truby would lay his hands on technology that even the US Department of Defence would officially deny existed.

			Then again, Truby could be incredibly persuasive. 

			Ben’s mother, Countess Caroline Brandis-Carrington, had wanted her own rescue agency. Truby had convinced her to join forces. He’d made a compelling case. There’d also been the small matter of the Carrington family’s bankruptcy, Ben reflected. Bankruptcy, plus the fact that by then, Caroline was probably in love with Truby. 

			These thoughts rattled through Ben’s head as he pulled on his Gemini Force uniform, zipping up the anthracite grey jacket over a black Rock Snakes of Mars T-shirt. Thinking about his mother often made him sad. Ben sometimes tried to resist. It was never easy, especially in the Alps, where they’d both grown up.

			Ben pulled himself out of his memories and turned his attention to Jasmine. She’d changed into a figure-hugging, one-piece blue-and-red ski suit, and was choosing a pair of skis from one of Leo’s equipment lockers. She seemed to be lost in concentration.

			‘Powder, big mountain or free-ride?’ she asked, with a glance at Ben.

			‘Mum bought big mountain and powder skis for the Caroliners,’ he mused. ‘I trained with both.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s pretty steep up there. I think big mountain would be the thing for most of the descent. But, you’re going to be coming down on the piste, as well as in the deep snow. So maybe you should go for free-ride, and the rest of us take big mountain.’

			‘Makes sense.’ She gave him a shy nod and then her fingers darted nimbly between the various skis, picking out three pairs. ‘Jason told me to get skis for me, you and Toru. Addison’s going to pilot the helicopter. Truby’s going in there with the fire suit.’

			Ben make a choking noise as he gasped. ‘Truby’s getting involved? He’s getting into the fire suit? Does he think he’s Tony frikkin’ Stark?’

			When Jasmine didn’t reply, but instead gazed at him with limpid, wide eyes, Ben froze. Slowly he turned to find Truby standing less than two metres away, a bemused grin on his lips.

			‘Who’s Tony Stark?’ asked Truby, convincingly enough that Ben wasn’t sure whether he was serious. If anyone else in Gemini Force had said that, Ben might have snarked them, or at least waited for Addison to have a go. But no one snarked Jason Truby to his face. It wasn’t out of fear, but a genuine and deep-seated respect, as well as a healthy dose of wariness. 

			Ben felt the hideous crawl of embarrassment sweeping across his neck and face. ‘Well, y’know, we sometimes call the fire suit the “Iron Man suit”, hence the reference.’

			Truby made a tutting sound and lowered his eyes, shaking his head sadly a couple of times. ‘You really think I don’t know who Tony Stark is? Ben – who wouldn’t want to play at being Iron Man? But this suit, I’m afraid to say, works in the real world, not the comic book world. And in the real world, our technology is a heck of a lot more limited.’

			‘Still pretty amazing though,’ Ben said, thinking back to how he’d watched Paul Scott flying around the blazing inferno of a burning oil refinery in the jet-packed fire suit, zapping critical points with blasts of liquid nitrogen from nozzles in the arms of the suit. ‘I didn’t know you’d trained in the suit,’ he admitted.

			‘Give me credit,’ said Truby, in a voice that was uncharacteristically playful. ‘I wasn’t going to let our boys Paul and Toru have all the fun, now was I?’

			‘It’s not fun,’ Michael Dietz said, shortly. He’d wandered over from the pilot controls on the other side of GF Two, and was leaning with his left shoulder against a closed locker door. ‘Jason, you should reconsider. Or let Toru do it – he’s a flyboy, at least.’

			‘We need Toru on skis,’ Truby said, all humour draining from his voice. ‘And we also need someone to get as far into that tunnel as the heat will allow. I’m doing it and that’s all.’

			Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘Didn’t know Toru skied,’ he murmured to Jasmine after Truby and Dietz had left to get Truby into the multi-piece fire suit.

			‘He’s better than me,’ she replied. ‘Toru was raised in a remote Japanese village. It would get cut off at winter, except for ski access. Real snow country.’

			They were ready in another ten minutes. Ben checked his Gemini Force-issue Breitling Avenger watch; it had been seventy minutes since Truby had turned the car around on the E-25. In that time he’d achieved the impressive feat of driving like a crazed loon on the motorway all the way to the airbase, without being picked up for speeding by the Swiss traffic police. Then he’d talked someone at the base into loaning them a Eurocopter EC635 helicopter. By the time Ben had joined the rest of the team inside GF Two, they’d assembled their kit and were dressed, including pale grey, ultra-light Salomon ski boots which they wore unbuckled at the top.

			Dietz, Toru, Ben, Jasmine and Truby climbed into the Eurocopter. Its blades were already rotating, slowly, as Addison warmed the craft up.

			Ben and Jasmine sat side-by-side, jammed between the outer door, two boxes of medical equipment and all the skis. The helicopter began to lift off the ground. He had to use one arm to prevent the skis from falling against Jasmine’s back as the craft tilted when Addison adjusted the pitch controls. In Gemini Force’s own customised helicopter, Scorpio, there were wall-mounted racks for all kinds of equipment. But this was the medical evacuation version of the Eurocopter EC635. Most of the storage space had been adapted to take two medical litters and advanced first aid equipment, as well as five seated medical workers. 

			Everyone in Gemini Force knew first aid, but Ben had only just begun the training. And Jasmine wasn’t even part of the rescue agency, only related to its chief of operations. As he held the weight of the skis barely five millimetres from her shoulder, Ben managed to grin at Jasmine, wishing he’d thought of putting his own back against the uncomfortable equipment.

			‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, suddenly frowning. ‘Are the skis too heavy?’

			‘No,’ Ben lied, holding back a grunt from the effort of taking the weight of six large skis, bindings and poles in one hand.

			If she doubted his word, Jasmine didn’t show it. Instead she flashed him the most adorably grateful smile. Ben exhaled suddenly, unaware that he’d been holding his breath. 

			For the first time, he allowed thoughts of what they were about to find to crowd into his mind; thoughts that he’d kept at bay quite successfully until just now. It was the best way; to concentrate on the details of preparation, not to imagine in any detail what lay ahead. Now though, so close to the reality, it was impossible to resist his imagination. 

			Memories assailed him, from the time Gemini Force had performed a rescue at a burning oil refinery. Fire. A flash of recollection: the taste of acrid, choking smoke seemed to fill his mouth. The prickle of his skin as the air around him began to burn.

			Fire. Snow. Blood. This was going to be grim. A quick glance into the eyes of Truby and Dietz, who sat opposite, confirmed Ben’s suspicions. They knew it, too.

			The feeling that Ben had then took him totally by surprise. He was actually having second thoughts. He looked at Jasmine, really looked. There was no apprehension in her eyes. Instead they were bright and alive. Eager, excited. And he felt a surge of anger. His eyes went straight to Dietz’s. This time Ben glared at him in silent accusation.

			Dietz knew what they were likely to find up on that mountain. How could he send his own daughter into that? What kind of friend was Ben, to even think of leading someone young, untrained and unseasoned - straight into hell?
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